regarded Malawian journalist, and members were encouraged to comment. The idea was to unearth as much knowledge as possible from members on food security in Malawi and, more importantly, to examine the extent to which the MDE platform represents a space for discussion to inform policy and harness and encourage people to participate in finding solutions to prominent development issues.
The discussion was moderated to maintain focus, and participant analysis was the prime methodology to analyse contributions on the basis of the content of the comments, the employment status and profile of the participants themselves. This was supported by secondary sources, particularly literature reviews.
Background to food security in Malawi
That food security was identified as the most pertinent issue in Malawi is not entirely surprising. The outcome is supported by various studies, including a 2010 report by the Famine Early Warning System (FEWS), which indicates that Malawi is hungrier today than it was a year ago.
Malawi has not always been hungry, however. Dorward et al. (2008) and Sahley et al. (2005) observe that Malawi was a food-secure country from independence until the late 1980s, largely due to the policies of the government of the day. These included the banning of small-scale production of export cash crops, the introduction of universal fertiliser and small-scale credit subsidies, and also controlling maize prices through parastatals. These policies boosted smallholder maize production, which ensured food security at the household level. However, the oil shocks of the 1970s and the World Bank removal of its fertiliser subsidies in the 1980s worsened the effects of the country's 1992 and 1994 droughts (Sahley et al. 2005) .
Market liberalisation in the late 1990s and the lifting of the government's ban on small-scale production of cash crops in 2000 led to many farmers abandoning small-scale maize production in favour of the cash crop tobacco. This resulted in food deficits and forced Malawi to become a food import-dependent nation.
Malawi's food insecurity deteriorated further between 2000 and 2005 due to flooding and drought, respectively (Menon 2007 (Fleshman 2008) and Malawi began exporting maize to its neighbouring countries. The Government even donated 10,000 metric tonnes to the UN World Food Programme (WFP). Mutharika's policies convinced donors such as the World Bank and USAID to resume their support towards subsidy programmes (Ryan 2010) .
Current situation and public responses
The quantitative availability of maize has not translated directly into national food security. A 2010 FEWS report indicated that the number of food insecure people has increased from 147,492 in 2009 to about 1.5 million in 2010. In September 2009, the WFP launched a US$5.2 million international appeal to help feed more than half a million Malawians. The WFP argued that the national maize surpluses did not 'automatically and directly trickle down to vulnerable groups such as the chronically ill and orphans'.
These two cases not only correlate with MDE members' observation, it also shows that surplus food production does not necessarily translate to food security. A report by Lewin and Fisher (Makombe et al. 2010) shows that one in three households in Malawi fail to meet its daily per capita caloric requirement. 'Even despite recent bumper crops of maize, acute and chronic food insecurity are major challenges faced by the people and government of Malawi'.
The good news is that the Malawi government seems to accept the problem; the 2010/11 National Budget allocated the biggest share to the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security. The contradiction between public exclamations of being a food secure nation followed by clear budgetary prioritisation has ignited little debate of note among Malawians. Our literature review and an investigation by the commissioned journalist point not merely to a lack of participation in public discourse but the total absence of public discussion on the issue, be it in the national media, online communities or elsewhere.
However, contributions to the online discussion suggest that the silence does not necessarily mean that people have no opinion or are unaware of the situation. Nearly all contributors acknowledged the increase in maize surpluses following the government's re-introduction of the fertiliser subsidy, against the advice of the IMF and World Bank. Yet this is not enough:
Policymakers and professionals need to realise that food security is not just about food availability… Reports from the MVAC 2 that over a million people will miss food entitlements and [the] current malnutrition levels (35%) should be worrying to policymakers and technocrats and raise critical questions about the realities on the ground. (Contributor 05)
Several made the practical suggestion that Malawi cannot rest on the evidence of increased maize production based upon recent years that have seen good rains. Instead, they suggest that improved irrigation must be a key long-term solution to improve food production security. The discussion space produced some practical suggestions of ways to improve food security, such as better farming practices and irrigation: The comments in the discussion are almost exclusively from educated Malawians in whitecollar jobs and display significant familiarity with development issues and actors. This may be due to the fact that white-collar employees have access to IT facilities and are largely information and communication technology (ICT) literate. Just 4.6 per cent of Malawi's 15 million population use the internet (Internet World Stats 2011). This brings into question the ability of other people further from the development mainstream to gain access to and participate in this space for discussion.
The four to five years of back-to-back maize harvest surpluses has been at the back of good weather and input subsidy programme. The latter can continue to be provided (though at an increasing cost) but the former requires deliberate efforts by authorities to move towards irrigation. (Contributor 02)
A need for a cultural shift was brought up a number of times during the discussion. It emerged that Malawians who grew up in the Banda era were very much taught not to question authority. That these points were made by well-educated urban Malawians is indicative of the gap that exists between those engaged in development discourse and those who are not.
Prompts and questions posed by the discussion moderator that encouraged participants to expand and clarify with respect to deeper meanings were in each and every case ignored, reflecting the reluctance to address political or institutional problems and highlighting the divergence between Malawians living and working in Malawi and those abroad, who appear bolder in raising such questions.
Conclusion
The majority of people who joined the discussion were not very far from the development mainstream. Most were highly educated, in whitecollar jobs and had prior knowledge of development issues and actors. Consequently, the discussion did not include 'unusual' suspectsthose who would not normally engage in such debates. 
